This paper delineates the assessed alignment between the Maltese government's policy for the further education sector (FE) and FE organizations' missions. Since alignment is multifaceted, a complementarity blended approach was used to help uncover its complexities. Data were collected from seven FE vocational and academic organizations via questionnaires to academic staff; interviews with principals and other internal and external stakeholders; content analysis of mission statements. Data showed that there is only moderate alignment between organizational mission and government policy with large vocational organizations displaying more alignment with such policies.The use of a complementarity blended method may be useful to explain educational alignment in other small states. Short bureaucratic distances are not a guarantee of alignment.
Introductıon
This paper seeks to illustrate the alignment that exists between government policy and further education (FE) organizations' missions. Malta currently lacks an appropriately skilled workforce both nationally and internationally (National Commission for Higher Education [NCHE] , 2009). Part of the reason for this is that a high number of FE students fail to complete their education at both academic and vocational post-secondary level. Improved retention and completion with the right knowledge and skills are important government policies for this sector and it is imperative to see whether government policy on this is recognized and implemented in FE organizational policies. This work commences with the background to the study, a literature review focusing on stakeholder and policy theory, research questions, methodology, results and conclusion.
Background to the Study
The perception of alignment between FE organizations' missions and government policies raises the possibility that mission alignment has an external focus, for example, between the organization and external stakeholders (Berg, Csikszentmihalyi, and Nakamura, 2003) . In the USA and Canada, FE colleges have aligned their mission to mirror local government policy, secondary education, and workforce needs (Good and Kochan, 2008; Levin, 1999) . These considerations of mission alignment mean that a policypractice gap may be present between governmental policies and strategies on one side and organizational mission/ strategies on the other (Honig and Hatch, 2004) . Given a dynamic environment, mission alignment may involve a continual negotiation between different parties in order to bridge policy gaps. Studies have also shown that teachers may lack knowledge and understanding of government policy in further education (Akinyemi, 1987) . Moreover teacher training has been criticized for its learnercenteredness and its lack of alignment with government policy since faculty professors and policy-makers may have different agendas (Stone, 2001 ). This may be helpfully lessened by the provision of information and evolving a positive mindset (van Riel, 2012) .
FE sectors in different countries may vary. In the UK, FE organizations offer courses on a full-or part-time basis to students aged 14 and over, while in Malta, Australia and the USA courses are offered to 16+ students. Furthermore the research emphasis in the UK and Australia is on VET organizations while in the USA such emphasis is on community colleges (Boggs, 2007) . All three countries are alike in terms of rationale, e.g. the VET sector has 'its roles of an industry skills trainer, the major adult education provider, a post-school education provider and a provider to school age students' (Keating, 2006:68) , while community colleges are perceived as drivers of economic growth in rural areas (Rephann, 2007) by serving five curricular purposes: academic transfer preparation, vocational-technical education, developmental education, continuing education, and community service (Warren, 2006) .
In this work the Maltese post-secondary educational sector (excluding university) will be referred to as the FE sector, following the definition stated by the National Commission of Higher Education (NCHE) whereby FE is defined as 'all formal education of persons above the compulsory school age, leading to qualifications classified at NQF [National Qualifications Level] levels 1 to 5' (NCHE, 2009:11) . Most FE organizations are academic in nature (seven out of nine [77%]). Since the early 1990's there have been significant shifts in the Maltese educational system, with the FE sector in particular, being deemed necessary in the light of the country's continual economic and industrial expansion in both manufacturing and service industries. This expansion has resulted in a more complex FE system which may justify more effort on the part of stakeholders to ensure that alignment ensues. As a result, the number and range of FE organizations started increasing and diversifying in the 1990s (Xerri, 1990) . This was driven by policies which encouraged postsecondary education, an example being more flexibility for students who wished to switch from one FE organization to another, and for students to enter University via vocational organizations, rather than the more traditional sixth forms (Education Department, 1988) .
Maltese government policy for the FE sector is partly dictated by the EU. Since EU policy regulations impinge on FE organizations through the government, it is being assumed here that the term 
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Stakeholder theory
Stakeholder theory was put forward by Freeman (1984) as a suggestion for the strategic management of organizations. Over time, this theory has increased in standing, with significant works by Clarkson (1995) , Mitchell et al. (1997) , and Rowley (1997) , permitting both greater theoretical depth and development. From a primarily strategic viewpoint, the theory progressed and was espoused as a means of management by many market-based organizations (Mitchell et al., 1997) with its movement into educational studies as market orientation grew from the 1980s.
There are two main reasons for considering the inclusion of stakeholder view in this research. First, organizational success is not simply a matter of increasing wealth since other criteria, such as disclosure of strategic direction and internal processes to both internal and external stakeholders, have a positive effect on how the organization is perceived (Kaplan and Norton, 2006) . Secondly, for alignment between organizational mission and government policy to be present, organizations might have to meet or exceed stakeholders' expectations (Duffy, 2004) . It has been argued that organizational alignment will ensue when stakeholder perspectives are aligned leading to organizational goal achievement (Fleming, 2012) . To achieve this, open communication based on trust is perceived as imperative (Caldwell, 2008) and may lead to stakeholder alignment -a state where all relevant educational stakeholders are involved in problemsolving (Ortiz, 2008) . This may safeguard the long-term feasibility of organizations and policies (Bryson, 2004 ).Yet, empirical evidence from the HE sector in the USA demonstrates that such alignment based on shared vision may be unfeasible (Barnett, 2011) . It may be better to 'embrace the multiplicity of meanings inherent to change and strive to conjoin divergent perspectives' (ibid.:139) rather than 'try to convince them to change their minds' (Duffy, 2004:181) .
Government policy
Government (public) policy definitions are multifaceted embracing activities, outputs, outcomes, theories, and processes (Hogwood and Gunn, 1984) . Thus public policy may be viewed as text and discourse involving the representation of thoughts within a socio-political framework (Bell and Stevenson, 2006) and is, at times, equated with legislation interacting with other texts such as policy documents published by various governmental agencies (Spillane, 2008) . Such government documents are generally viewed as stemming from political agendas perceived as important by the political party in power (Yeatman, 1990) . However, (public) policy has also been described in terms of what a government does not do (Newton and van Deth, 2005) , while a more economic approach views policy as the action a government follows to advance a society's wellbeing, given limited resources (Alcock, 2003) .
Inasmuch as it works within a complex social environment, policy may be important since it is one of society's shapers and is considered influential (Woolhouse and Cochrane, 2009 ). Thus public policy in one area usually impacts other areas (Taylor et al., 1997) . For example, the abolition of unemployment benefits in Australia aimed at 16 -17 year-olds in the 1980s had the effect of raising the school leaving age (ibid.), whilst the introduction of an educational quasi-market in the same period in the UK resulted in greater inequality, since bright students from poorer backgrounds suffered (Machin and Vignoles, 2006) . In light of these examples FE policy should be linked to other policy areas (e.g. economic development), thus providing consistency (Maclean and Pavlova, 2010) .
To implement the above, such polices have led to a managerialist approach based on accountability, standards, testing, diversification of revenue sources, the implementation of cost-recovery policies, and privatization (Huang, 2012) all of which may maintain alignment (Duffy, 2004) . In many cases, the rationale for such policies has been market efficiency with the introduction of incorporation in the FE sector in many countries (Mather et al., 2007) . This was done to increase parental choice, based on information such as school league tables, and to help FE organizations focus on utilitarianism (Dalley-Trim et al., 2008) . Such utilitarianism is discursively expressed in terms of skills, qualifications, mobility, and knowledge, attributes all seemingly important in the modern, globalized knowledge-based economy, grounded in a flexible workforce (Nairn and Higgins, 2011) .
This manifests itself in the numerous neoliberal educational policies advocated by these institutions (Mitchell, 2006) . In the EU this is subject to the principle of subsidiarity with individual states partaking in decision-making (Johnson, 2003) . The Lisbon Agenda and the Bologna Process (signed in 1998 and 2002 respectively) tabled a common framework of qualifications including the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) and curricula styled on learning outcomes (European Union, 2010). Learning outcomes are defined as 'statements of what a learner knows, understands and is able to do on completion of a learning process' (Azevedoet al., 2012) . The Copenhagen Declaration continued the neoliberal dialogue with the introduction of transparency and the Europass. The latter is a document similar to a CV indicating the work history and qualifications of vocational workers (Ertl, 2006) . The Bologna and Copenhagen processes reflect a model that is eclectic, borrowing from different aspects of VET policy from 'highly influential countries' (Powell et al., 2012:255) including the USA, UK and Germany. These policies indicate that Maltese FE policies are partly dictated by EU as well as local needs based on the acquisition of skills, knowledge, competences, and qualifications and located within a curriculum (Barslund, 2012 ). Yet small states such as Malta may 'identify and prioritize more pressing national objectives' than those of their European counterparts (Crossley et al., 2011:11) which may lead to 'a complex process of negotiation and compromise' (Hantrais, 2003:237) . Therefore despite the effect(s) of globalization, policies are subject to local contexts and realities (Huang, 2012) resulting in ambiguous and conflicting messages (Tan, 2008) . Furthermore, small states have limited financial and human resources, meaning that the linkage between utilitarian educational courses and industry may be vital, a lack of which may lead to the social rejection of the course since it may take a long time for fresh graduates to find a job, as in the case of St Kitts and Nevis (Crossley et al., 2011) . The problem is magnified since small states have a limited industrial base, which may lead to complications of scale factors (Farrugia, 2002) and the marginalization of humanistic education (Kent, 2012) .
Policies are only effective if implemented well. Policy implementation is a process that should have some desirable and measurable effect on a specific problem that the policy addresses (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003) . It consists of a series of tasks related to carrying out the intent of the law (Spillane, 2008) . Within the educational context, policy implementation may be defined as a process of 'transforming educational policy into practice' (Hope, 2002:40) .
Governments' F.E. policy implementation varies. For example, USA federal intervention has been perceived to increase since the 1960s and now includes curriculum, pedagogy and results' benchmarking (Spillane, 2008) . Such intervention is deemed necessary to align high-schools' output, workplace needs, and university places (Achieve, 2008) but variations occur as policy application is left to individual states (Akiba et al., 2007) . Similarly, the UK's four states may interpret national policies differently (McTavish, 2006) . There seems congruent acceptance, however, across all four, of national FE policy including parents and central inspectors as stakeholders (Lumby, 2007) .
Those EU countries which traditionally stressed FE in their educational setup are now challenged to change, meaning that contextual issues may have to be taken into account during implementation (Balzer and Rusconi, 2007) . Implementation procedures range from a single element (e.g. legislation) to whole-scale educational transformations (Maclean and Pavlova, 2010) . In Norway the implementation of quality reform in FE and HE may be perceived as an example of a single-element transformation (Dunkel, 2008) . Alternatively, reform in the Danish FE sector was perceived to be much more comprehensive impacting on various elements, such as policy formulation, funding, quality standards, and feedback mechanisms (OECD, 2008) . Locally the setting up of the Malta Qualifications Council is perceived as a direct result of the Bologna Process (Gatt, 2009 ). Furthermore, HE and the VET component of FE may compete for students, funding, and status as is happening in Germany, France, and Holland leading to the hybridization of organizations: VET organizations which offer bachelor degree courses (e.g. VOCATIONAL 1 in Malta) and universities which offer vocationalized courses (Dunkel, 2009).
Methodology
The above considerations outlined in the literature review have led the author to ask the following research question: How do FE organizations' missions compare with statutory and advisory government policy for the sector?
The core analysis for this study involved a complementary qualitative and quantitative analyticapproach focused on the perception of government policy alignment by a number of important stakeholders (members of the FE organizations' management team, government officials, Union officials, business and tourism representatives, and FE lecturers). In thefollowing text, the qualitative and quantitative samples are delineated together with data collection and measures, and analytic approach. The full set of analytic steps involving both qualitative and quantitative methods is presented in Figure 1 . (Aversanoet al., 2009) . One type of question may be insufficient to uncover all aspects relating to alignment, making necessary a mixed approach. This might help uncover both causal relationships (quantitative) and explanations (qualitative). Therefore, complementarity helps 'in building stronger conclusions' (Bazaley and Kemp, 2011:56) , and enhances completion and detail. Complementarity is therefore akin to creating a mosaic, with a definite pattern composed from qualitative and quantitative data (ibid.).
Figure 1. Qualitative and Quantitative Methodological Steps
Since the study of organizational mission/government policy alignment is multifaceted, a complementarity mixed methodology helped uncover its underlying complexities. This is perceived as justifiable, since other alignment studies use a pragmatic approach based on a mix of positivist and interpretative methods Qualitative sample (n = 13) Judgemental sampling was used to identify 13 respondents. These respondents were chosen due to their familiarity with government FE policy and their close connections with FE organizations. Semistructured interviewing was used, since it allowed the researcher and informants to be free in their questions and responses within the limits of topics which were identified beforehand. Interviews lasted approximately 60 to 120 minutes and were digitally recorded. All participants agreed to the interview after being formally invited in writing. Transcripts were written in grammatically correct English to lessen informant distress (Kvale, 1996) , and informants were given the option to answer in English or Maltese. In all cases anonymity was achieved by using pseudonyms (Table 1) .
Contingencies forced certain changes to the above plan. Permission to administer the questionnaire to academic staff at VOCATIONAL 2 was not granted with no explanation given. To partly mitigate the effects of the above, the researcher decided to interview two senior managers from two five star hotels. These particular hotels are known for their strong links with VOCATIONAL 2. Such an approach led to the triangulation of these two respondents' answers.
Quantitative sample (n = 915)
Since the number of teaching staff in different FE organizations is strikingly different, all teaching/academic staff were included in the sample. Sampling techniques were excluded since this would have led to a very small sample from certain FE organizations (Table 2 ). When investigates, and states patterns or themes within data (Braun and Clarke, 2006) . The impact of certain features of small nation states (e.g., vulnerability and adaptability) and the focus on localized narratives were factorized into respondents' answers (Alebaikan and Troudi, 2010) .
One problem associated with qualitative data in generalizability and its absence would indicate that such work would have
The seven closed statements in the questionnaire were to gauge the following attributes: government policy for the FE sector: attract more students, achieving excellence, attract foreign fee-paying students, relevance to Malta's economic, social and cultural needs, social inclusion, student mobility, and teacher mobility.
Qualitative data analysis
Thematic content analysis was used to analyse the semi-structured interviews. Thematic analysis 'is a process for encoding qualitative information' (Boyatzis, 1998: vi) and recognizes, lesser value (Horsburgh, 2003) . In this work analytic generalizability was utilized (Yin, 2011) . Generalizabilityrefers to the skill of extending the validity of a study's conclusions to other cases of the same kind (Robson, 2004) , suggesting that researchers should generalize results to theory, similar to the way a natural scientist generalizes from experimental results to theory (Yin, 2003) . Therefore, 'the goal [of analytic generalization] is to pose the propositions and hypotheses at a conceptual level higher than that of the specific findings' (Yin, 2011:101) . 
Quantitative data analysis
The close-ended statements in the questionnaire were analysed using SPSS ® software (Version 16). Data for every organization was analysed individually. The Microsoft Excel ® package was not used owing to reported inaccuracies when processing data for inferential statistics (McCullough and Heiser, 2008) . Notes were taken to ensure that errors were avoided. Data for every organization was analysed individually. The analysis consisted of checking whether the data for each attribute followed a Gaussian distribution (important in establishing the choice of inferential statistical tests), crosstabs between the different attributes, and demographic data (e.g. student learning against length of time teaching in the organization). Data sets for different FE organizations were then merged in groups.
Furthermore, data from groups of closeended questions were displayed in the form of radar diagrams. Displaying data in such a manner has been used in organizational alignment (Labovitz and Rosansky, 1997) . Tables 3 and 4respectively Yet, when interviewed, Simon maintained that there was a full consultative process including all stakeholders (students, unions, VOCATIONAL 1, government, opposition spokesperson for education, and university), and that it was a "lengthy process", and included a presentation to all concerned. At the same time Simon stated, "I remember working on this with the previous CEO (while I was still Chairman). We concluded it overnight after a period of time (months), dedicated to consultation with external stakeholders". The only FE interview informant in accordance with Simon was Kevin, who stated, "They (NCHE officials) came here to interview staff. I went (to Malta) various times and contributed". SFA2 and SFA3 had to follow government policy to the letter, since they are both government schools, by following any directives issued by the Education Directorate. At VOCATIONAL 1, encouragement to follow government policy was not derived from government but from the organization's strategic plan. At SFA1, CA1, and CA2 informants indicated that government did very little to ensure that policies were followed. Nigel added that any policies must be coupled with funds.
Results
Qualitative data results
A summary of informants' responses is delineated in
Informants' perceptions of government policy were mostly critical. John and Sandro had reservations regarding 'attracting more students' due to the lack of space at most organizations, and due to early school leavers respectively. Kevin, Antonia, and Michael felt that they had been neglected, and that they were in the dark about what might happen in the future. Kevin felt that government had 'abandoned' FE, while Michael stated, "It seems that education stops at 16, leaving us in a void." This seemed to be confirmed by Simon, who stated, "Unfortunately the focus has been on reforming compulsory schooling, which does not mean that FE has been given secondary importance, but reforming compulsory education is a tall order."
Informants were also critical of the Matsec regime. One of the weaknesses perceived by Kevin was the lack of time to complete the Matsec syllabus, especially in the second year. Simon was also quick to point out that this inflexibility is counterproductive, since it inhibits creativity. Robin elaborated on this inflexibility stating that it was a win-lose situation, and wondered whether additional competences and skills may be graded. He stated, "These students interacted with other students, some of whom had the same subject. Even if the student didn't want to, he would have learnt more than he presents in his exams. Yet it is the latter that counts." Quantitative data results Table 5 displays the average values for policy alignment for each organizational group, that is, vocational, academic statefunded, and Church. Church organizations were given the highest rating followed by academic state-funded and vocational organizations. One would hypothesize that respondents would give higher ratings to the link between government policy and organizational mission in those organizations where procedures were in place to ensure this happened (e.g. vocational organizations) and in organizations whose mission statement mention government policy. The opposite is true. Church organizations had no or very few procedures, yet respondent ratings were highest Table 6 displays the statistically significant Mann-Whitney U tests. These tests are somewhat incongruent with interview data since both Antonia (CA1) and Michael (CA2) had grave reservations on 'attracting more students', given that space was limited in both schools. 'Promoting excellence' was significantly higher at Church FE organizations, maybe due to policies which ensure that the best students are chosen. Considering the close ties that exist between vocational organizations and business and tourism, one would expect academic staff at these organizations to rate 'relevance' higher than at other organizations. The opposite is true, maybe indicating that questionnaire respondents at Church organizations focused on the social and the cultural, rather than the economic aspect. The small size and the more controlled environment found in Church FE organizations may have contributed to significantly higher ranking for 'social inclusion'. On the other hand, given that vocational organizations have a wider variety of schemes whereby students may continue their studies abroad did not result in significantly higher ratings for 'student mobility' thus displaying some measure of incongruence.
Figure 2 displays radar diagrams for organizational groups and the whole FE system. The ratings for Church FE organizations were higher than state-funded academic and vocational organizations. Teacher and student mobility got very low ratings, thus displaying the least alignment with government policy. This could be due to the rigidity of the Maltese FE system as outlined by many interview respondents. This rigidity is particularly seen in Matsec with many informants displaying their frustration with the system. Figure 3 delineates the alignment present between organizational mission and government policy for the Maltese FE sector. FE organizations are placed along a scale from 'more alignment' to 'less alignment'. In terms of social systems theory, more alignment acts to lower the entropy of the system, since it increases order. Conversely, less alignment tends to increase the entropy of the system, since it decreases order. The total 3.3 was calculated by averaging the values for the various policy attributes, that is, attract more students, relevance to Malta's economic, cultural and social needs, enhancing social inclusion, attracting foreign fee-paying students, promoting excellence, student mobility, and teacher mobility.
Integrating the different data sets
Dıscussıon
The qualitative data seems to demonstrate that primary stakeholders are being left out in the policy-making process, and may have a deleterious effect (Clarkson, 1995) in terms of trust leading to lower efficiency. The lack of input by most FE organizations, including the largest ones (VOCATIONAL 1, SFA1, VOCATIONAL 2, and SFA2), demonstrates that the common sense logic followed by some researchers (Bonal, 2004) is to some extent inexact. Thus even large FE organizations seem to be left out of policy making. Even though government policies seem to be somewhat centralized, as one would expect in a small state, their implementation is piecemeal, rather than comprehensive (Dunkel, 2008) .
This lack of comprehensiveness may be examined from a strategic viewpoint. It seems that the Maltese government is more interested in planning rather than strategic considerations. Planning consists of looking backward to see what an organization wants to achieve. It is based on the concept 'more of the same' and is thus incremental in nature. Real strategic planning, on the contrary, leads to quantum leaps and is based on creative and innovative thinking processes leadingto scenario building (Mintzberg, 1994) .
Another danger lies in the apparent link between the abovementioned policy attributes and neoliberal thought. For example, the policy attribute 'relevance to Malta's economic, social and cultural needs'restricts the attention of FE organizations to their economic utility and restrains societal opportunities and the communities in which people live. Such constraints influence the social context that buttresses curriculum development and educational debate. With the above in mind, one should be thoughtful before adopting any policies which apparently follow 'common sense' logic, but are in fact designed for a better performing economy.
Furthermore, the focus on compulsory education seemed to be the line taken by government, and is likely to be congruent with the political agenda of the party in power (Yeatman, 1990) . However, such political agendas might be populist rather than aiming to achieve real educational change. Furthermore, the various government policy attributes do not seem to be linked to one another, or to the realities faced by most Maltese FE organizations. Thus policy consistency, as outlined by Malcom and Pavlova (2010), appears to be absent. This lack of consistency may be linked to the lack of a fully developed neoliberal culture. In this paper only VOCATIONAL 1 and VOCATIONAL 2 seemed to have a managerialist regime. This, however, has to be tempered by the lack of incorporation in the Maltese FE sector. The managerialist regimes as espoused by Huang (2012) and Mather et al. (2007) seemed to be absent. Nonetheless, the assertion that such a managerial climate is essential for mission alignment (Duffy, 2004) , may be unwarranted. The data illustrates that the smaller FE organizations, which are far removed from a managerialist set-up, are more aligned with government policy.
Conclusıon
Results indicated poor to medium alignment between organizational mission and government policy, probably due to the lack of direct participation by many stakeholders some of whom were at a loss to explain the current situation. There was also the possibility that FE organizations' informants were reactive (rather than proactive) in their responses and did the least possible to accommodate government policies as outlined by the NCHE. This was exemplified by Antonia's assertion, "At the moment I feel that we are in limbo." Furthermore, Antonia believed that the government did not provide "any help whatsoever." Likewise, Michael was highly critical of government policy. Like Antonia, he perceived that sixth form "is being left out" and used the term 'ambiguity' to describe the current strategic position taken by the government. This ambiguity led Michael to "look inward into my organization rather than look out." There seems to be a lack of trust between government and FE stakeholders. This may be helpfully lessened by regular talks among stakeholders on a national level.
Vocational organizations are more likely to be aligned with NCHE's policy directives, the exception being excellence (Church organizations rated higher in this respect). If excellence may be used as a measure of student learning, this may mean that some policy directives might not have a direct impact on student learning. Furthermore, it is clear that some directives (e.g. attract more students), might not be followed owing to organizational priorities and contingencies.The results of this work also have implications for small states in general. The short bureaucratic distance between government and FE organizations is not a guarantee that such organizations are fully aligned with government policies.
While acknowledging that policy implementation seems to be as confusing as policy theory, the author subscribes to an optimistic outlook suggesting that an ever larger body of knowledge may 'guide practice in informed, responsible and productive ways' (Honig, 2006:22) . One may rightly argue that the above work represents insights rather than expedient formulas due to the complexity and contingency of the implementation process.
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